The Public (Mis)use of Art: Radical Artists, Reformist States, and the Politics of
Mural Painting in 1930s and '40s America and Mexico
Leonard Folgarait and Anthony Lee were both students of T.J. Clark; they both explore the relationship between the state and mural painters (in Mexico and America respectively); and they both supply sophisticated iconographic readings of the works in question in an attempt to determine their ideological significance vis-à-vis the social systems in which they were produced. Yet here the similarities end. Despite these apparent points of contact they pursue what are ultimately different methodological agendas that produce conflicting interpretations of the relationship between the state, radical artists, and the practice of mural painting. I will argue that these differences are as much theoretical as they are empirical, as much a product of the respective interpretative frameworks used as the result of fundamental differences Lázaro Cárdenas, Folgarait writes that Mexico 'was living a post-Revolutionary reality and using Revolutionary rhetoric to express it, using a Revolutionary culture as a voice for post-Revolutionary society' (p. 6). The Revolution was the catalyst for the emergence of a modern capitalist state in Mexico, and as such the country remained 'a land of cheap labour, where no worker could claim ownership of the means of production and toiled only to fatten the profit margins and dividends of usually absent owners ' (p.120 Seemingly contradicting the totalising claims that he later goes on to make for the ideological content of the murals he looks at, he begins with the assertion that 'the Mexicans were less tied to direct orders given by the national leader, worked more through ministerial intermediaries, and at times developed a message that was either cynical as to its subject matter or more directly critical' (p. 4). Folgarait's specific interpretation of the federal art projects in Depression America is clearly signalled by the fact that his only reference to them is Jonathan Harris' Federal Art and National
Culture. 14 This study also employs the theoretical armoury of Althusser, Poulantzas, and Foucault to assimilate all government funded art to the propagandistic exigencies of the state, thereby foreclosing the possibility of any form of resistance, a space from which to create oppositional meanings that could potentially radicalise a working class audience. 15 It is to Lee's credit that he points to the fractures in such a simplistic This censoring of the Coit Tower murals suggests that these artists successfully linked their murals, in a vivid and concrete way, to an actual moment of organised conflict.
Yet whilst the tower was closed the murals within were being reinterpreted for its eventual reopening, and were subsequently subsumed within a decorative aesthetics that gave them a lineage back to the PPIE -more Puvis de Chavannes than Rivera. and by textile workers along the East Coast. What they had in common was the fact that they all involved unorganised workers encouraged by Section 7a of Roosevelt's National Industrial Recovery Act to move against their powerful antiunion employers. 16 It would be interesting to see if radical mural painters also had a part to play in these confrontations, whether this be real or imaginary. And although the subsequent WPA years seem to be 'a period of relative homogeneity, in the murals' iconography and style and in their general ideological tone' (p.161), there were nevertheless continuing battles over censorship as radical artists continued to challenge the restrictive administrative prescriptions for federal art. This is a story that has yet to be properly told.
